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how	 travel	 comes	 to	 be	written	 about,	 as	 seen	 in	 the	 tale	 of	 Patient	 Griselda.	 Introduced	 by	 Giovanni	
Boccaccio	and	adapted	by	such	writers	as	Francesco	Petrarch,	Geoffrey	Chaucer,	and	Christine	de	Pizan,	she	
acts	dynamically	through	her	apparent	silence	and	notorious	patience.	The	environmental	humanities	offer	
paradigms	 for	 us	 to	 consider	 the	 strategies	 of	 slowness	 and	 patience.	 This	 essay	 shows	 how	medieval	
pilgrimage	literature	evokes	a	slow	aesthetic	which	is	at	the	same	time	an	ecocritical	strategy.	Slowness	




















humanidades	 ambientales	 nos	 ofrecen	 paradigmas	 para	 considerar	 las	 estrategias	 de	 la	 lentitud	 y	 la	
paciencia.	Este	ensayo	muestra	cómo	la	literatura	del	peregrinaje	medieval	evoca	una	estética	lenta	que	es	
a	la	vez	una	estrategia	ecocrítica.	La	lentitud	resulta	en	un	impacto	duradero	y	una	sensibilidad	aguzada	
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ethical	modes	 of	 behavior	 for	 today?	 Unlike	 biological,	 sociological,	 or	 environmental	
studies	that	statistically	measure	the	damage	humans	inflict	in	the	Anthropocene,	literary	
language	offers	 the	 impact	 of	 affect	 and	 aesthetics	 through	 linguistic	 articulation.	One	
form	of	ecopoetics	emerges	through	slow	practice,	making	the	reader	collaborate	in	the	
measured	 process	 of	 co-creating	 the	 emotional	 resonance	 of	 an	 imaginative	 text	 (see	
Garrard	on	“savouring”).	Drawing	on	rich	debates	about	slow	cinema,	I	will	suggest	how	
















and	 seeds.	 If	 Nature	 is	 what	 provokes	 anthropoid	 action—in	 this	 case,	 the	 act	 of	
pilgrimage—then	Nature’s	 anxiety	 in	 turn	 affects	 human	 ritual	 and	more-than-human	
activity.	 Consequently,	 no	 such	 poetry	 devoted	 to	 pilgrimage	 would	 be	 written	 since	
pilgrimage	itself	would	not	be	stirred	or	catalyzed	by	the	processes	of	systems,	such	as	
weather	itself.		
	 Every	 dire	 warning	 suggests	 we	 need	 to	 accelerate	 our	 actions.	 Yet	 certain	
paradigms	allow	us	consider	slowness	and	patience.	An	argument	has	been	forwarded	
from	various	practitioners	within	 the	Environmental	Humanities	 for	 “an	 ideal	 of	 slow	
scholarship	which	cultivates	thinking	across	different	spatiotemporal	scales	and	seeks	to	
sustain	meaningful	 public	 debate”	 (Bergthaller	 et	 al.	 261).	 “Slow	 [s]cholarship	 for	 the	
[a]nthropocene”	 runs	 “counter	 to	 current	 demands	 on	 academia	 for	 speed”	 (264-5).	
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patience	 as	 ecocritical	 strategies.	 In	 artist	 Katie	 Paterson’s	 Future	 Library	 project,	
inaugurated	 in	 2014,	 renowned	 writers	 and	 poets	 have	 pledged	 to	 contribute	 works	

















and	 the	 now	 sadly	 defunct	 Cheddar	 cam,	 which	 allowed	 viewers	 to	 see	 a	 cheese	
maturing—very	slowly.	As	has	been	argued	by	slow	cinema	critics,	slowness	results	in	an	
enduring	impact	and	heightened	sensitivity	to	the	ecological	damage	for	which	we	all	are	
culpable.	 Lúcia	 Nagib	 has	 argued	 that	 “[t]he	 idea	 of	 ‘slow	 cinema’	 carries	 within	 it	 a	
politics….	At	a	time	when	commodification	of	speed	is	ruthlessly	obliterating	the	fruition	
of	 our	most	 basic	 pleasures	 […]	 it	 seems	 indeed	 sensible	 to	 advocate	 slowness”	 (26).	
Slowness	 can	 function	 as	 a	 strategy	 which	 inculcates	 key	 aspects	 of	 environmental	
awareness.	
A	 parallel	 to	 the	 Future	 Library	 project	 and	 slow	 cinema	 can	 be	 found	 in	 late	





the	 slower—if	more	disturbing—of	Chaucer’s	 tales.	The	marriage	between	a	 low-born	
peasant,	Griselda,	and	her	high-born	husband,	Walter,	is	predicated	on	a	notorious	vow	
that	 she	 should	acquiesce	 to	his	will	no	matter	what.	Though	situated	 in	a	position	of	





second	 wife	 in	 the	 same	 way	 she	 herself	 had	 been.	 This	 sparks	 his	 confession:	 the	
supposed	bride	is	really	their	daughter,	who,	with	her	brother,	had	been	secretly	raised	
Author:Morrison, Susan Signe   Title: Slow Practice as Ethical Aesthetics: The Ecocritical Strategy of Patience 
in Geoffrey Chaucer’s The Clerk’s Tale 
 
 






Chaucer’s	The	Clerk’s	 Tale	 concurs	with	 their	 assertions,	 particularly	 the	 key	 figure	 of	
Patient	Griselda.	Ursula	Heise	points	out	how	the	quality	of	patience	(Heise	25)	acts	as	a	
dynamic	 agent	 in	 understanding	 the	 “culturally	 specific	 practices	 of	 environing”	








human.	 Writing	 ecocritically	 often	 necessitates	 the	 use	 of	 similes	 and	 metaphors	










Likewise	 rooted	 in	 metaphoric	 topography	 is	 the	 thinking	 of	 Rob	 Nixon,	 who	
argues	that	orchestrated	and	intentional	landscapes	can	impose	themselves	on	organic,	






from	 competing	 ecosystems.	 Before	 her	 rise	 in	 status,	 she	 tends	 to	 sheep	 and	 spins,	
supporting	her	father.	While	poor,	they	possess	a	few	sheep	(IV.223)	and	an	ox	(IV.291),	
or	at	least	the	stall	for	one.	Interacting	with	his	environment	through	predatory	hunting	





than-human	 actors	 he	 encounters.	 Walter	 acts	 in	 opposition	 to	 the	 environmentally-
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not	 appropriators,	 of	 our	 environment.	 Through	 “tenancy”	 (Serres	 86),	 we	 resist	
possession	of	the	environment,	allowing	it	to	act	and	develop	freely.	Being	no	tenant	(in	
Serres’	meaning),	Walter	works	to	appropriate	Griselda,	along	with	his	land.	In	the	set-up	













noble	 country	 is	 called”;	 62-3).	 Echoing	 this	 rhyming	 couplet	 some	 two	hundred	 lines	
later,	we	learn	of	Griselda’s	humble	father:	“A	doghter	hadde	he,	fair	ynogh	to	sighte,/	And	
Grisildis	this	yonge	mayden	highte”	(“A	daughter	had	he,	fair	enough	in	appearance,/	And	






Using	Nixon’s	 argument,	we	 can	 see	 that	 “imposed	 official	 landscapes	 typically	




799]	—Walter	 stalks	 prey,	 continuing	 to	 do	 so	 as	 he	 seizes	 a	 wife	 in	 parallel	 acts	 of	
aggression.	Walter	targets	her	just	as	he	does	animals.	He	sees	her	and	takes	her.	Denying	
agency	to	Griselda,	he	deliberately	chooses	a	poor	woman,	a	seemingly	non-vital	object	to	





world	 around	 us.	 For	 Griselda,	 the	 unexpected	 encounter	 with	 Walter	 upends	 her	
formerly	 pastoral	 life.	 Ultimately,	 as	 I	will	 argue,	 she	manages	 to	 resiliently	 resist	 his	
machinations.	Her	lack	of	mastery	of	the	world	around	her	allows	her	to	develop	coping	
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the	 new	 species	 could	 destroy	 the	 ecosystem	 it	 has	 invaded.	 Ultimately,	 Griselda	
dismantles	Walter’s	 predatory	 agency	with	 her	 own	 vital	 one.	 If	Walter	 is	 the	 official	
landscape,	Griselda’s	vernacular	one	affects	him	in	turn.	Though	she	seems	passive,	she	
ultimately	 dynamically	 acts	 to	 dismantle	 the	 infamous	 vow	 instigated	 by	 her	 abusive	





A	 useful,	 if	 venerable,	way	 to	 explore	 pilgrimage	 literature	 can	be	 found	 in	 the	
concept	of	defamiliarization.	Victor	Shklovsky	argues	“the	technique	of	art	is	…		to	increase	
the	difficulty	and	length	of	perception	because	the	process	of	perception	is	an	aesthetic	end	
in	 itself	 and	 must	 be	 prolonged”	 (Shklovsky	 12;	 my	 emphasis).	 This	 lengthening	 of	
perception,	 prolonging	 our	 observation,	 exceeds	 the	 necessary	 or	 utilitarian	 mode	 of	
vision	(see	Shklovsky	22)	and	acts	within	slow	eco-aesthetics.	This	ecocritical	maneuver	
catalyzes	 varying	 responses,	 including	 “an	 amplified	 interest	 in	 noticing	 details”	 (Lam	
215).	As	with	nature	 cam	videos,	we	 can	 “promote	a	viewing	practice	based	 less	on	a	
desire	to	dominate	than	a	desire	to	care	for	[….]	specifically	because	they	demand	patient	











earth,	 resiliently	 and	 patiently	 waits	 to	 be	 read	 on	 the	 very	 trees	 gradually	 growing.	
Whether	we	 bide	 our	 time	 for	 one	 hundred	 years	 to	 read	 a	 hidden	 book	 or	 patiently	
accompany	Griselda	on	her	painful	pilgrimage	that	is	her	marriage,	attenuated	velocity	
and	deceleration	can	function	as	ecologically	aware	strategies	for	today.	Chaucer’s	poem,	
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